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Active Learning using a Drama in Education (DIE) Approach in Large Group Teaching in Economic Geography

DR. ALMAR M. BARRY

ABSTRACT Results are presented from both a questionnaire survey and qualitative interviews held in University College Dublin in April 2006 with a class of 152 final year undergraduate geography students.  The intention of this research was to mine these students’ perspectives on active learning as a method of teaching and learning using a DIE approach before and after it was implemented in the lecture theatre.  In doing so, this paper provides lecturers with a practical guide on how to effectively implement active learning in a large group teaching context using DIE.  While the focus of this research was on teaching methodology in geography specifically, the findings reported also have wider application for teaching and learning in other disciplines across the university sector.

KEY WORDS: Active learning, Drama in Education, large group teaching

1. Introduction

Learning is not a spectator sport.  Students do not learn much just by sitting in class listening to teachers, memorizing prepackaged assignments, and spitting out answers.  They must talk about what they are learning, write about it, relate it to past experiences, apply it to their daily lives they must make what they learn part of themselves.

(Chickering and Gamson, 1987, 3)

This paper reports on an investigation undertaken of the views of students towards active learning using a Drama in Education (DIE) approach before and after it was implemented in a large group teaching context.  At the time of the investigation, the students were all final year undergraduates of Geography in University College Dublin (UCD), Ireland.  This paper has two main objectives.  The first is to define the terms ‘active learning’ and ‘DIE’ and to evaluate the role and value of both in teaching and learning in third-level education.  The second is to evaluate the responses of students towards the use of active learning using a DIE in large group teaching.

Active learning is learning by doing (Gibbs, 1988; McCarthy, 2002).  It is student-centred as opposed to being teacher-centred (Prosser and Trigwell, 1999).  Much of the literature (Bligh, 1998; Ramsden, 2003) on active and deep learning – as opposed to passive and surface learning - indicates that students do not learn unless they are actively involved (Higgs and McCarthy, 2005).  The traditional lecture format in third-level education has followed the didactic approach, which treats students as passive recipients of knowledge or as empty vessels to be filled.  This perceived efficacy of this format suits universities financially, in terms of cost effectiveness of employing fewer academic staff, and numerically, in terms of addressing large numbers of students in a given space and time.  What is lost in this factory-based system of education is quality learning.  Within this environment students are considered to be a homogenous body of learners as there is no appreciation for the significant variations which exist in terms of learning styles and the role which multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1999) play in the learning process.  Furthermore, the culture of one-way transmission of knowledge from the teacher to the student precludes the development of a constructivist approach to teaching and learning.  In higher education, constructivism is present more in discourse than in practice (Higgs and McCarthy, 2005).  However, there is considerable evidence to suggest that well-designed active learning is an effective way of student learning (Biggs, 2003; Ramsden, 2003; Healey and Roberts, 2004).  Active learning encourages students to become independent, critical and autonomous thinkers which is necessary for an effective labour force in the modern knowledge economy.  Yet, despite its perceived benefits, active learning remains an elusive notion in higher education.
At best, definitions of ‘active learning’ remain vague.  In defining the term, Bonwell and Eison (1991) stipulate that educationalists depend more on intuitive understanding than a common definition.  Emphasis is placed by authors on a broad theoretical level of the importance of engaging students in higher-order thinking tasks such as analysis, synthesis and evaluation with no examples provided.  The perceived benefits of active learning are alluded to with no empirical evidence provided to substantiate such claims.  Instead, emphasis is placed on how the academic community can become more knowledgeable of how to implement active learning in their teaching practice.  One of the reasons why active learning is not well defined by the academic community is that it is difficult to quantify the tangible outcomes of active learning in an educational setting.  In other words, it is difficult to measure precisely the level of learning that has taken place.

While a definition of active learning beyond that of just ‘activity-based learning’ is absent in the literature, Higgs and McCarthy (2005) provide a cautionary note stating that activity does not necessarily equate to learning.  They analyse the effectiveness of field-work as a medium of active learning allied with an analysis of the role of the teacher and student in the learning process.  For example, reference is made to a lecturer who is considered “very good in the field” (39) at communicating knowledge but when he/she provides incorrect information, the students accept this information without argument leading to “learning helplessness” (40).  A more inclusive approach would be to provide students with time to discover evidence themselves and to discuss their findings in groups.  This creates an active learning environment by encouraging students to become independent, autonomous and critical questioners in the learning process.  Simultaneously, the role of the teacher changes in this partnership approach to teaching and learning as they learn to know when to give and withhold expertise.

The purpose of this paper is to anlayse the theory of active learning in third-level education, while the inclusion of a surveyed example of ‘active learning’ will connect the theory with practice.  Following the introduction, this paper is divided into three sections.  The first explores theories of teaching and learning in relation to active learning, while the second focuses on the unique attributes of lecturers and students in relation to active learning.  The third section analyses the views of students towards active learning using DIE before and after it has been implemented in the lecture theatre in UCD.

2. Theories of Teaching and Learning

Theories of teaching and learning which provide a framework in which to analyse active learning are constructivism, socio-cultural theory and multiple intelligences theory.  These theories provide the university lecturer with a road map of how to effectively create an environment of active learning in the lecture theatre.

Constructivist View of Learning

Constructivist theories of learning are largely based on the belief that knowledge is built by the learner and is not transmitted from the teacher to the student (Higgs and McCarthy, 2005).  Increasingly, cognitive scientists argue for new teaching methodologies that frame the teaching/learning process in the context of the current/past knowledge and experience acquired by the learner (Bruner, 1990).  Knowledge is no longer considered to be a product passed intact from teacher to learner, but instead is actively constructed by learners who draw on their previous knowledge of lived experience.

A distinction should be made between ‘cognitive constructivism’ and ‘social constructivism’ (Atherton, 2004).  Cognitive constructivism focuses on how the student understands information in terms of developmental stages and learning styles, while social constructivism emphasises how meanings and understandings grow out of social encounters (Atherton, 2004).  Hence, constructivists view knowledge as constructed internally by each individual (Bruner, 1966).  Cognitive theory recognises the importance of the mind in making sense of information.  At the same time it presupposes that the role of the learner is primarily to assimilate whatever is presented by the teacher and to make sense of such information based on their past/existing construction of knowledge.

Central to the theory of constructivism is the premise that the teacher and learner are partners in the learning process.  The role of the teacher is to encourage students to discover principles for themselves.  This involves the teacher constructing a road map of learning and setting up signposts of learning which students are encouraged to decipher.  Negotiating this map of learning necessitates a partnership approach to teaching and learning.  At each signpost it is the responsibility of the teacher to assess the level of learning, consolidate what students already know and translate any new information into a form that is comprehendible to students.  Consequently, using the constructivist approach, the curriculum is organised is a spiral manner as students build on what they already know.

Vygotsky (1978) introduced the term ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ (ZPD) which refers to the gap between the individual’s unaided development and their potential achievement with the direction of a skilled partner (Higgs and McCarthy, 2005).  According to (Atherton, 2004), the key to ‘stretching’ the learner is to know what is in the individual’s ZPD, what comes next for them.  Consequently, the teacher needs to know when to provide and when to ‘withhold expertise’ (Biggs, 2003).  Students should be given the opportunity to ‘figure’ it out for themselves as learning is the active pursuit of knowledge.  It is important for the teacher to know when to withhold their expertise and encourage students to ‘publish’ their own learning.  Hence, the theory of constructivism feeds directly into the practice of active learning as it informs ‘learning by doing’.

Socio-cultural View of Learning

Developed by the Soviet psychologist L. S. Vygotsky, sociocultural theory (Rogoff, 1994) has as its central focus learning through social interaction.  It perpetuates the notion of the social origin of learning.  According to Vygotsky (1978), “every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on the social level, and later, on the individual level; the first, between people (interpsychological), and then inside the child (intrapsychological)” (57, emphasis in original).  Learning is embedded within a social context of interaction with people, objects and events in the environment.  Hence, the child’s development should not be understood by analysing the individual but by understanding the social/cultural world in which they developed.  This is where constructivism and sociocultural theory overlap in the practice of implementing active learning in the classroom.  According to socio-cultural theory, understanding is rooted in the social/cultural world of the child.  Under constructivism, knowledge is constructed based on experience which is derived from a social/cultural world.  Knowledge is constructed and grounded in the places and spaces within which the individual is socialised.

Consequently, university lecturers of geography have a rich resource of information to draw from in the lecture theatre.  One of the central tenets of my teaching philosophy is to draw upon and explore this existing body of knowledge, to fill in the gaps and to provide my students with an adjustable lense in order to critically analyse material covered in class.  Teaching, therefore, is about empowering students to have confidence in their own template of existing knowledge and encouraging them to communicate such information in an all-inclusive active learning environment, in which they take responsibility for and ownership of their own learning.

Multiple Intelligences View of Learning

Prior to Gardner’s work, the perception of success in education was focused on pedagogy, curriculum and assessment which associated intelligence and academic success with a linguistic and/or logical-mathematical ability.  Gardner’s work expanded that traditional notion of intelligence beyond linguistic and mathematical competence and instead argued that individuals possess a diversified cognitive profile that constitutes a variety of intelligences
.  According to Gardner (1993), instead of a single dimension called intellect, on which individuals can be rank-ordered, there are significant differences between individuals not only in their intellectual strengths and weaknesses but also in their adapted style of learning.  Piaget (1963) also supports this argument, stating that different individuals manifest different rates of maturation, different stores of experience and different histories of social interaction, all of which condition the style of learning for each individual.  Consequently, the theory of multiple intelligences is closely aligned with the constructivist and socio-cultural theories of teaching and learning in creating an active learning environment which stimulates both the academic and social development of the student.

3. Attributes of Lecturers and Students

In order to understand how active learning may be effectively implemented it is important to analyse the attributes of the partners in this learning environment, namely the attributes of the lecturers and the students.  In analysing the attributes of the lecturer emphasis will be placed on my personal philosophy and approach to teaching while the attributes of students will be analysed from the perspective of student learning styles and theories of motivation.

Lecturer’s Attributes: Teaching Philosophy

Influenced by the theories of constructivism, socio-cultural theory and the multiple intelligences theory, my teaching philosophy, which informs my practice, is framed within the context of active learning using a Drama in Education (DIE) approach.  In order to influence and enhance learning, it is up to me the facilitator of learning to tap into the rich resource of knowledge that has been acquired by the learner derived through constructivism and from their social/cultural interaction within their community.  In the active learning environment, the role of the teacher is to encourage students to utilise such knowledge by actively constructing this knowledge in a way that promotes active engagement with the material.  Such learning enables students to extend the boundaries of their knowledge base.  Active learning enables students to integrate new information into their cognitive spaces in ways that broaden their knowledge base and facilitate subsequent learning.  Therefore, knowledge is not simply passed from a knower to a learner.  Knowledge is not an inert substance that can be transmitted from the teacher to the student.  Instead, the teacher must recognise that knowledge is actively constructed by students based on their previous experiences of the individual life-worlds that they have journeyed through.  The teacher has a responsibility to explore the content of this pool of knowledge and to expand it by integrating new information into the knowledge base of students.  The role of the teacher as a facilitator of the learning is to probe students on their previous knowledge and experience of a topic and then integrates new information that expands and/or fills in the gaps in the knowledge base of students.  Subsequently, teaching is not simply telling.  Teaching is not about dictating large volumes of knowledge to students.  Instead, teaching is about empowering students to construct their own knowledge, based on their lived experiences of life.

Teaching, therefore, is not a smooth process of exchange.  It is about extending knowledge, problem solving and broadening the minds of students to enable them to think more critically about their life worlds.  Subsequently, the practice of teaching is a creative process.  Teachers must embrace a milieu/environment that is complex, unstable and uncertain, but one that should inspire, challenge and direct them on a journey of exploration and experimentation.  Active learning facilitates this process of creating and sustaining a space which facilitates learners to change their understanding of the world they inhabit.

Teaching is not simply narrating, it is about student-centered active learning.  Active learning empowers the learner and enables the teacher to engage in the competence and confidence building of the students.  This platform of interactive dialogue enables teachers to communicate, inspire and guide their students in their journey of learning.  In my practice of teaching, I do not provide students with a map of a pre-planned route of their proposed journey of learning.  Instead, I place signposts of learning along the way.  Each signpost represents a crucial moment of learning in a topic of geography.  I do not tell them where to go.  Instead, I merely guide them on their journey of learning.  Every now and then we come to a signpost, we analyse it, I decipher the knowledge base of the students, we engage in active learning often through the use of DIE, and then I integrate new information into their knowledge base in ways that expand their knowledge and influence subsequent learning.  At each signpost of learning, the students stop and think critically about the topic that we are covering in class.  Then having challenged and expanded our boundaries of knowledge, we automatically become refuelled with new information at this signpost and this provides us with the energy and enthusiasm to move onto the next signpost of learning.  We choose a new route to get to a different signpost.  Out of this journey we construct our own map of knowledge.

At times, this journey has had its high and lows, its ups and downs, merely because students are being introduced to different ways of teaching and learning in their geography class and with any form of change comes a certain degree of uncertainty.  If active learning is to become an effective medium through which the teacher is to engage students in the learning process, the teacher must develop a good relationship with their students.  This relationship should be based on a sense of partnership between teacher and student, a sense that ‘we’ are in this together as equal partners in a journey of learning.  Only then will the feeling of uncertainty, for the students, become replaced with excitement and confidence to try out new ways of exploring topics in geography.  A relationship based on partnership creates the ideal teaching environment to facilitate student-centred learning.  The teacher can then focus on creating new areas of learning for their students.

At each point in this journey, the students have to place their trust in the teacher.  My relationship with my students is crucial and they have to know that I will not belittle them or demean them in any way as we engage in active learning activities often using a DIE approach.  I empower my students to become critical thinkers of the world we live in and experience in our everyday lives.  Therefore, in my classroom, I create an environment where the students feel secure, where there is a sense of continuity and a sense that the knowledge that we construct is our own.  A sense of ownership over this knowledge is important in terms of developing the competence and confidence of students to actively engage themselves in the learning process and, therefore, to learn new material.

Student attributes

It is unfortunate that some academics teach students without having much formal knowledge on how students learn (Fry et al., 1999).  Over the past 20 years there has been a significant level of interest in student learning styles.  Most notable has been the work of Entwistle (1987, 1992) from which two dominant orientations may be identified; knowledge-seeking and understanding seeking (Brown et al., 1997).  Students with a knowledge-seeking orientation search for facts and information.  This approach is surface rather than deep leaning.  Students with an understand-seeking approach seek to associate personal meaning in what they are doing.  This feeds directly into active learning as students are often required to ‘make their own’ of the information being dealt with in the active learning process.

Student learning styles are diverse and varied and they change over time depending on the motivation of students.  Psychologists have spent considerable effort in trying to construct theories of student motivation (Seifert, 2004).  Currently, four theories are prominent.  These are: self-efficacy theory, attribution theory, self worth theory and achievement goal theory.  Self-efficacy theory relates to confidence and refers to a person’s judgement about his/her capability to perform a task at a specified level of performance.  Attribution theory refers to a person’s explanation of why a particular event turned out as it did.  The self-worth theory of achievement motivation attempts to explain motivation in terms of how some students attempt to strive for academic attainment to maintain or enhance self-worth.  Finally, achievement goal theory states that students’ academic motivation can be understood as attempts to achieve goals.  Central to student motivation are the students’ emotions and beliefs.  Research has shown that students who believe that they have control over the learning are more motivated (Seifert, 2004).  This highlights one of the keys to success in the active learning environment.  Through the medium of active learning, lecturers should initially imbue students with the belief that they have control in their learning.  As the active learning tasks develop and as students construct and develop their knowledge this will have a positive effect on the motivation of students as it will reinforce their sense of control over the learning.

4. Active Learning in Practice using a Drama in Education Approach

While there is no definitive definition of DIE per se, theorists and practitioners of DIE argue that it involves various forms of the use of theatre, role play and improvisation to enable students to acquire greater understanding of curriculum-based material while also developing a range of interpersonal skills (Bolton, 1998; Hornbrook, 1998; O’Neill, 1995; O’Toole, 1992; Wagner, 1999).  DIE is firmly rooted within the framework of the constructivist, socio-cultural and multiple intelligences theories of teaching and learning.  Emphasis is placed on the role of play, learning in context and the symbolic representation of experience, all of which encourage the student to take ownership of their own learning (Bowell and Heap, 2001).

The potential educational value associated with DIE is significant.  DIE promotes active and deep learning (as opposed to passive and surface learning) as it encourages students to move away from a ‘banking’ style of education to a learning culture of critical reflection and discussion of issues.  It, therefore, promotes teaching for understanding as it consolidates and enriches curriculum-based learning.  While DIE challenges students to think independently and critically, it also encourages them to communicate effectively to an audience.  Subsequently, in addition to the acquisition of subject-based learning skills
, DIE also facilitates the development of interpersonal skills (i.e. communication, negotiation, teamwork).

In the implementation of DIE in the lecture theatre, the students and teacher are in role.  This is very significant as the views of the student are not personally their own but that of the character whom they are depicting.  This has a significant educational value as it encourages the students to communicate more easily than perhaps they would if they were not in role.  Teacher-in-role is also equally as powerful as he/she becomes the facilitator of the learning guiding students on their journey of learning in the drama (Kitson and Spiby, 1997).  O’Neill (1995) argues that the effective implementation of ‘teacher-in-role’ should be flexible enough to “attack, yield, provoke and withdraw” (61).  It is within this framework of teacher and student-in-role which facilitates the effective and free communication of ideas, reflection of issues and analysis of complex concepts.  DIE provides a safe haven for students to explore issues of deep concern in their own lives and may motivate them to independently investigate historical, topical or moral issues which may arise in the drama (O’Neill, 1995).  As an active learning methodology, DIE incorporates a student’s feelings, fantasies and values into the learning in a way that knowledge becomes personalised (Bowell and Heap, 2001).  In this way, DIE creates experiences which enable the development of cognitive, emotional, social and creative understanding in the student.  This provides the student with the necessary intellectual and emotional literacy which facilitates their understanding of the learning and of their individual social worlds.

In terms of an analysis of what DIE has to offer an active learning environment in third-level, it is important to note that there has been no theoretical framework developed in the literature on how to effectively implement a DIE approach in third-level teaching.  Furthermore, there has been no evidence-based research completed on active learning using a DIE approach in third-level.  The remainder of the paper charts my own experience of implementing a DIE approach in my own teaching practice as a university lecturer and highlights the experiences of my students of this approach to teaching and learning.

Drama in Education in Practice
In UCD, I teach a core module called Geographies of the Irish Economy to final year students.  One of the key aims of this module is to highlight the changing profile and geography of economic development in Ireland since 1922.  Prior to implementing a DIE approach, the history of Ireland’s economic development over time was analysed.  In the DIE class, I recapped broadly on the theory of economic development in Ireland since 1922.  Students were then asked to dramatise a period of economic development in Ireland.  The periods were: 1930s; 1950s; 1970s; 1980s; and 1990s-2006.  The class of 152 students was divided into five groups (each group representing one of the five time periods) and they were given ten minutes to prepare their drama.  Students were provided with a sheet with key points on each time period.

In a questionnaire survey, students later indicated that prior to this class, they had not participated in any form of active learning in their experience of large group teaching in UCD.  According to Bonwell and Eison (1991), the most significant barrier to the effective implementation of an active learning class arises at the level of the student and their willingness to participate.  To overcome this, one of the key ways to achieve success with DIE and encourage participation is for the lecturer to initiate proceedings by being in role themselves.  The lecturer has to immerse themselves in the drama before the students will do so.  In this instance, I told a story about how I would depict economic development in Ireland in the 1980s.

The story depicted a couple in Cork in 1984 who had a haulage company employing 18 lorry drivers who worked on the docks in Cork.  During the global recession of the mid 1980s, the Port of Cork declined, the haulage company ceased operations, each of the employees became redundant and this had a significant impact on the capability of the Cork couple to buy Christmas presents for their four children.

One of the reasons a DIE approach can be a very effective way of implementing active learning is because the students own identity is not represented in the drama.  Each student is in role in the drama and is protected in role.  This further encourages participation.

Following the implementation of the DIE class, a questionnaire survey was administered to students assessing their views towards active learning before and after it was implemented.  The questions were all open-ended (with the exception of one), thus generating largely qualitative data.  A further seven interviews were later conducted with students who volunteered from the class.  For the purpose of this paper, results from the qualitative interviews will be presented more so than those from the questionnaires.

Initial Reactions

A lot of people felt like me at the start.  The people in my row said – Jesus, what the hell’s this about?  She wants us to dramatise it.  But afterwards I said – That was a good class – and everyone was – Yeah, Yeah, something different, a break from the norm (Interview with Mairead, Third Year Geography Student, UCD).

The initial reactions of all seven interviewees (and all 152 respondents to the questionnaire survey) were very negative to the idea of participating in active learning in class using a DIE approach.  Respondents expressed feelings of anxiety, confusion, surprise and nervousness.  They simply did not want to participate primarily because they are familiar with the didactic approach to teaching and have not been exposed to active learning in a large group teaching context.

Of the 152 respondents to the questionnaire survey, 89% stated that the active learning class was a much better approach to teaching and learning than a didactic lecture.  The remaining 11% stated that it was a worse approach on the basis that they had not been exposed to active learning in other modules in their three years in UCD.  This reinforces the view of Higgs and McCarthy (2005), as expressed earlier, when they state that active learning is present more in discourse than in practice in third-level teaching.  Furthermore, the respondents (in both questionnaires and interviews) stated that they were fearful of any form of active learning because it required them to speak in front of the rest of the class.  In addition, the interviewees felt that the class was too large and that it would be too difficult to implement any form of active learning.  For example:

My initial thought was I had never had anything like that before in a lecture.  I was apprehensive because I thought, looking around, well over 150 I’d say at the lecture, I was thinking how was she going to manage this.  I didn’t think it would work out.  I didn’t think it would be possible.  I felt more apprehensive than anything (Interview with Aoife, Third Year Geography Student, UCD).

Each of the interviewees found the group work to be a positive experience, both in terms of the material they learned from each other in preparing their drama and also in terms of developing interpersonal skills such as communication and negotiation in a group situation.  They liked the collaborative nature of the group work and each interviewee stated that they learned alot from the group itself as well as from each of the five dramas presented.  Furthermore, the interviewees stated that the five dramas they watched enriched and consolidated the curriculum-based material which had been covered in previous lectures.  For example:

Because you see it being acted, you see it visually, instead of reading.  You are not just taking notes, so I think seeing something visually is a lot better than just seeing it in a text (Interview with Aoife, Third Year Geography Student, UCD).

I know studying that subject will be easier because it’s in my head.  I still remember what people did in that class, it’s still fresh in my head after a couple of weeks, and that would not be like that if it had been an ordinary lecture (Interview with Katy, Third Year Geography Student, UCD).

Each of the interviewees commented that the didactic approach in lectures significantly reduces their attention span and would welcome a more active approach to teaching and learning in their other modules and subjects.  The interviewees stated that the students felt empowered by the active learning class for two reasons.  First, students realised that they know more information than they thought they knew initially.  Second, students felt that they made a contribution to the learning of others.  This highlights the importance of a partnership approach to teaching and learning.  For example:

I think it’s probably because we were able to contribute to the lecture.  We felt we were actually doing, not taking the place of the lecturer, you know what I mean, but we were contributing a little bit (Interview with Joanne, Third Year Geography Student, UCD).

The interviewees each felt that they were receiving something very valuable out of the active learning class.  They felt that I was not wasting their time and that there was quality learning taking place.

Final Reactions

As the class progressed it was kind of like – Yeah, we could actually get something out of this, but at the beginning there was the whole dread thing but as it went on, people interacted with each other and all the rest of it.  Again, it made us feel like we were doing something, so I think by the end of the class it was like – Yeah, we contributed something and we made a difference kind of thing (Interview with David, Third Year Geography Student, UCD).

At the end of the lecture, each of the interviewees stated that they felt refreshed, energised, more knowledge and better educated.  They stated that they were better engaged with the disciple of economic geography and felt that they had learned a lot material in the active learning lecture.  Without even thinking about it, students were adopting a deep as opposed to a surface-based approach to their learning.  Furthermore, students stated that such an approach would encourage them to go to the library and research more into the topic covered and that it gave them an overall perspective on the discipline as a whole.

In the questionnaire survey, the majority of students stated that they felt that they had learned a couple of lectures in one.  Furthermore, questionnaire respondents stated that they felt more confident studying economic geography and would be “more willing to participate again in this kind of teaching” (Questionnaire Survey).

Lessons Learned

The students engaged very well and there was a great sense of understanding of the theory previously covered in class in each of the five dramas displayed and enacted by the students.  In terms of my progression in my teaching practice one of the important lessons I learned was the importance of conducting a follow-up class in the next lecture on the material covered in the drama.  For example, in the DIE class I got a sense of what the students learned in general but that they needed to be more specific and have more detailed knowledge if they are to be successful in writing an examination question.  For example, in the drama students talked about foreign direct investment in general but did not provide specific examples of foreign-based industrial sectors such as electronics and pharmaceuticals.

Another and associated lesson was the importance of writing clear objectives according to the formula “at the end of this session you should be able to…”  This is critically important as it provides a point of reference for the learning based on the drama.  It is important to provide a clear outline of the objectives of the class so that at the end of each session, students will have a clear idea of what they should be able to do based on the material covered in class.  In order for the learning to take place, students must be aware of the direction in which the learning objectives are focused and where the learning is progressing towards.

Finally, in both the interviews and questionnaires, a common criticism leveled by students was the lack of DIE and other active learning techniques in lectures in UCD.  Consequently, it is important to be aware in so far as it is possible of the teaching practices of the institution in which one is lecturing.  This context, which frames the educational experiences of students, dictates whether or not the lecturer must recondition students to a different way of teaching.  This lack of exposure to the very basics of active learning was illustrated in the negative comments of students upon hearing that they were asked to act in a drama in class.

5. Conclusion

…if active learning is done in lectures, then you don’t mind if you’re confused about something, and saying – what’s going on there? – whereas in the normal lecture theatre you wouldn’t dare break the silence (Interview with Anthony, Third Year Geography Student, UCD).

New models of teaching and learning in higher education are needed to avoid didactic lectures and passive approaches to learning (Higgs and McCarthy, 2005).  In particular, what is required is the development of a critical but creative pedagogy which addresses and seeks to reduce the culture of passive learning in third-level.  University lecturers should be encouraged to move away from what Freire (1972) terms as a ‘banking’ style of teaching to a ‘problem-posing’ style, where the “teacher is no longer merely the-one-who-teaches, but one who is himself taught in dialogue with the students, who in their turn while being taught also teach” (53).  In higher education, there needs to be a cultural shift in relation to the importance associated with the scholarship of teaching.  In particular, specific emphasis should be placed on the development of an active learning environment which will equip graduates with the necessary qualifications and skills which will enable them to adapt to the changes in the world of work and, thereby, enhance economic development.

As a teaching methodology, active learning is difficult to implement but rewarding in terms of enhancing student engagement with learning.  The results (from the questionnaire and interviews) presented in this paper highlight significant differences in the perceptions of students towards active learning using a DIE approach before and after it has been implemented.  Overall, the students found the experience of active learning to be very positive in terms of both their academic and social development.  As an approach it: is inclusive of all learning styles; changes the perspective of students in a positive way towards their academic development; encourages the development of skills; and empowers students by enabling them to ‘publish’ their own learning.

A range of policies and programmes should be implemented in both international and national arenas which would facilitate the creation and development of an active learning culture on campus.  Furthermore, the academic community have both the responsibility and the potential to implement active learning in their practice.  Without such developments, students will continue to treated as ‘empty vessels’ to be filled and the university system of higher education will continue to fail in its endeavour to develop each individual student both academically and socially.  University lecturers should be trained to become the facilitators, rather than the dictators of learning (McCarthy, 2002).  The teaching aim and practice of a university should be to motivate its students to take ownership of a shared teaching space between the lecturers and the students and to encourage students to become critical thinkers and active learners as they create their own maps of knowledge and negotiate their way through the landscape of learning and life.
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� The term ‘skill’ in this context is defined “the development of understanding and learning through drama” (Fleming, 1999, 13).
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